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PREFACE 
FLYDEDBY ‘THE W. K. K~.r.r.oc,cFOCTDATIOSand prepared by the Benton 
Foundation, this study was prompted by the Kellogg Foundation’s desire 
to inform its Human Resources for Information Systems Management 
(HRISM) grantees about where the public supports-or fails to support 
-libraries as they confront the digital world. With more Americans turn- 
ing to home computers and the Internet for information, the Kellogg 
Foundation wanted to help its grantees develop a public message about 
American libraries that reflected both the library leaders’ visions and the 
American people’s expectations. The grantees spanned the library and 
information science world-library schools, large public library systems, 
university libraries, the Library of Congress, the American Library Asso- 
ciation, the Council on Library Resources, Libraries for the Future, the 
Urban Libraries Council, community networks, video producers, and 
other key information providers. 
Informing the study were the grantees’ visions of the future, as em- 
bodied in written vision statements and telephone interviews; the public’s 
view of public libraries; and the public policy agenda currently under 
discussion, especially as reflected in the Telecommunications Act of 1996. 
Grantees were asked to submit examples of how they were presenting 
their vision of the future of libraries in print and in public statements. 
The ways that grantees presented these visions publicly were distilled and 
later discussed with them in private telephone interviews. Augmenting 
the public visions and private concerns of library leaders were public opin- 
ion surveys-including one conducted in April 1996 by Lake Research 
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and the Tarrance Group for this report-and a single focus group of so-
phisticated library users observed by library leaders. The results were 
discussed at a conference of grantees in May 1996 in Washington DC. 
The conference concluded with sessions to chart a strategy for the future. 
The Benton Foundation had several key collaborators in the design 
and management of the Conference in May 1996 and in the preparation 
of this study: Leigh Estabrook, Dean of the Graduate School of Library 
and Information Science at the University of Illinois; Lake Research, a 
Washington DC public opinion firm; and the Tarrance Group, a survey 
research firm based in Alexandria, Virginia. Additional survey data were 
obtained from the Roper Center at the University of Connecticut. 
At the Benton Foundation, Senior Program Associate Laura Weiss 
wrote this report. Program Officer Susan Bales and Laura Weiss super- 
vised the research and sessions that contributed to the report. Executive 
Director Larry Kirkman provided project oversight. Program Officer 
Andrew Blau wrote the section on public policy. The Benton Foundation 
wishes to acknowledge the many contributions of Tom Reis, Director of 
Marketing and Dissemination for the Kellogg Foundation, whose guid- 
ance was invaluable in the design of this project. 
EXECUTIVESUMMARY 
“You can take your kid to the library, but you can’t take your kid to a 
w~ebsite.”-l8-year-old high-school student 
“If you plopped a library down. . .30 years from now. . .there would be 
cobwebs growing everywhere because people would look at it andwouldn’t 
think of it as a legitimate institution because it would be so far behind. . .” 
-Experienced library user 
This report is about libraries and the challenges they face in the digi- 
tal world. But it is also about every noncommercial institution-from 
public TV to the freenets- that provides information to the public. It 
uses libraries as an exemplar of what can happen to even our most cher- 
ished public institutions when they face the onset of the digital revolu- 
tion, a seismic societal shift. The report’s findings about the intersection 
-and divergence-of library leaders’ visions with those of the public 
hold lessons for everyone who values and wants to promote the public 
sphere of information and communications. 
This study compares library leaders’ visions for the future with the 
public’s prescriptions for libraries, derived from public opinion research 
that forms the backbone of this study. For the purposes of this study, 
library leaders are defined by the institutional grantees of the Kellogg 
Foundation. This research suggests that libraries have their work cut out 
for them if they do not want to reside on the margins of the revolutionary 
new digital information marketplace. The younger generation-wed- 
180 LIBRARY TRENDS/SUMMER 1997 
ded to desktop computers-may provide a particular challenge. But this 
battle is not the libraries’ battle alone. At issue is the very notion of a 
public culture-that nexus of schools, hospitals, libraries, parks, muse- 
ums, public television and radio stations, community computer networks, 
local public access, education, and government channels of cable televi- 
sion, and the growing universe of nonprofit information providers on 
the Internet. This public opinion research affirms the need for alliances 
among these institutions to define their relative and collective roles in an 
expanding marketplace of information. 
How Librarj Leaders See the Future 
Library leaders want the library of the future to be a hybrid institu- 
tion that contains both digital and book collections. And they assume 
that it will be the librarian “navigator” who will guide library users to the 
most useful sources, unlocking the knowledge and information contained 
in the vast annals of the information superhighway. Some library leaders 
envision a digital “library without walls” in which users gain access to 
almost unlimited amounts of information through home computers or 
at remote terminals located around the community. They also envision a 
time when one library’s collection will, because of growing electronic 
capabilities, become everyone’s collection. Library leaders see a con- 
tinuing role for the library building. As a central and valued community 
meeting space, the library will become more of a civic integrator and a 
locus of community information on health, education, government, and 
other local services. Library leaders also express considerable concern 
about the “information have-nots,” individuals who do not have access to 
computers or online information. And they argue for a social activist 
role for libraries in which citizens could receive literacy information or 
acquire health and job information. They nevertheless express reserva- 
tions about the library becoming marginalized by taking on exclusively 
the role of information safety net. 
Public Backing for Libraries of the Future 
The public loves libraries but is unclear about whether it wants li- 
braries to reside at the center of the evolving digital revolution-or at the 
margins. Trusting their libraries and seeing them as a source of comfort 
in an age of anxiety, Americans support their public libraries and hold 
them in high esteem. They support a combined role for libraries that 
links digital and traditional book and paper information resources. And 
they accord equal value to libraries as places where people can read and 
borrow books or use computers to find information and use online ser- 
vices (see the box below). Americans also strongly support the key roles 
of libraries, ranking the following roles as “very important”: 
Providing reading hours and other programs for children. 
BENTON FOUNDATION/BUILDINGS, BOOKS, AND BITES 181 
Purchasing new books and other printed materials. 
Maintaining and building library buildings. 
Providing computers and online services to children and adults who 
lack them. 
Providing a place where librarians help people find information through 
computers and online services. 
WarningBells 
But the public sounded some warning bells as well. For example, 
the youngest Americans polled, those between the ages of 18 and 24, are 
the least enthusiastic boosters of maintaining and building library build- 
ings. They are also the least enthusiastic of any age group about the 
importance of libraries in a digital future. And they voted to spend their 
money on personal computer disks rather than contribute the same 
amount in tax dollars to the library for purchasing digital information 
for home use. Moreover, men were less enthusiastic than women on al- 
most all aspects of the library. And a strong plurality of Americans said 
they preferred to acquire new computer skills from “somebody they know,” 
not from their local librarian. While only a fifth of respondents said they 
thought libraries would become less important in the digital age, those 
with access to computers were most likely to feel this way. 
A focus group of frequent library users affirmed much of the polling 
data, endorsing America’s trust in libraries and sounding warnings about 
the need to remain relevant. In many respects, focus group participants 
saw libraries as playing an important role in their communities. For ex- 
ample, they seconded the library leaders’ vision of a hybrid institution, 
containing both books and digital materials. They also warmly endorsed 
the concept of the library as a place that provided equal and free access 
to information, especially to the information have-nots. 
Yet, in other important ways, the focus group participants placed li- 
braries at the fringes of modern life, especially in relation to the techno- 
logical revolution. Most telling, they did not see libraries leading the way 
in the digital revolution. In fact, they thought libraries should take a 
reactive role, adapting to new technologies. Libraries “should stay just 
behind the curve. We don’t need them to be on the curve because most 
people aren’t,’’ as one participant put it. Indeed, in a world of tight bud- 
getary constraints, these Americans did not want to invest in libraries as 
technology leaders. 
The “behind the curve” metaphor permeated the focus group par- 
ticipants’ views of libraries in other significant ways. When asked to think 
about the role of libraries in the future, they placed libraries firmly in the 
past. In 30 years, they said, libraries would be relegated to a “kind of 
museum where people can go and look up stuff from way back when.” 
Thus, the library of the future, far from being a technology leader, would 
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function as an information archive. 
The super bookstores, such as Borders and Barnes and Noble, sur- 
faced as strong competitors to libraries. Not only did these stores have 
popular books in stock (something libraries fell down on), but they cre- 
ated a welcoming atmosphere with comfortable chairs, coffee, and music 
playing in the background. 
The focus group participants presented an equally diminished view 
of the future role of librarians. They acknowledged that librarians could 
perform a useful role as navigators in the as-yet difficult-to-navigate uni- 
verse of the Internet. Yet they just as easily sanctioned the notion that 
trained library professionals could be replaced with community volun- 
teers, such as retirees. For these sophisticated library users, the concept 
of “librarians as trained professionals” was nebulous at best. 
And what about funding? The focus group participants were unwill- 
America’s L o w  for Libraries: Among other K q  Findings of the Public Opinion Research 
There is enormous overlap among library users, bookstore patrons and home 
computer users. While some library leaders fear that computers and book- 
stores will increasingly draw library users away from libraries, at least for now 
this concern appears groundless-one market seems to draw sustenance from 
the other markets. 
Americans favor spending more tax dollars and charging extra fees to supple- 
ment library operating funds and to purchase computer access and informa- 
tion. Given $20, they would rather spend it on taxes to aid libraries that want 
to purchase digital information and make it available through home comput- 
ers than spend that $20 on their own computer software. 
Library users favor increasing taxes more than nonlibrav users, who prefer a 
pay-as-you-go fee system in which individual charges would be levied for cer- 
tain services. 
Like library leaders, Americans place high value on library buildings. But un- 
like the library leaders, Americans are less sure that the library is a significant 
community meeting place. 
The public ranks high the notion that librarians should take on responsibili- 
ties for aiding users who want to navigate the information superhighway. But 
when asked where they would go to learn more about using computers, a 
strong plurality said they would ask “somebody they know,” not their local 
librarian. 
Families with children were particularly strong library supporters as well as 
heavy computer users. 
Garnering strong public support is the library’s role in providing computer 
access to adults and children who otherwise lack it. 
Minorities favor providing computer services to information have-nots and are 
strong supporters of building more libraries. They are also willing to pay 
extra taxes and fees for more library-based digital services. Lower-income 
Americans are least likely to ask a friend for help in mastering computer 
skills, so they might be particularly receptive to librarians acting as digital 
information trainers. 
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ing to increase taxes to support library services, including the provision 
of more technology. Their solution to funding needs was to turn librar- 
ies into charitable institutions, to which individuals could make tax-de- 
ductible contributions. (The fact that libraries already rely on charitable 
donations to supplement their public support had escaped them.) C‘men 
several notable discrepancies between survey and focus group findings, 
additional research on these topics is imperative to probe specific aspects 
of the public’s vision and values and to create a more coherent context 
on which the library community can build a communications strategy. 
Public Policy Context 
The vision statements suggest key roles for libraries as collections, 
institutions, and community resources in the digital age. Many of the 
roles identified in these statements rely on public policies that support- 
or at least do not undermine or contradict-these outcomes. 
Four public policy issues will affect the realization of library leaders’ 
visions for their professions and the ways that people use libraries: 
Universal service and access, through which libraries would provide 
affordable access to and use of computer networking tools. 
Freedom of speech and the host of policies that support or limit librar- 
ies’ ability to collect, create, and make available materials-including 
those that invoke controversy-in the digital age. 
Intellectual property issues, including copyright and the “moral rights” 
of artists and authors to their work, which will affect both libraries and 
library users. 
Funding or support mechanisms, especially with the decoupling of li- 
brary services and the local tax base as more collections are part of 
digital networks with no geographic boundaries. 
Strategzes to Moue Libraries into the Digztal Age 
At the spring 1996 conference of library and information manage- 
ment leaders, participants analyzed the implications of the public opin- 
ion research findings with the aim of exploring common communica- 
tions messages and strategies that would move libraries productively into 
the digital age. Participants worked to build a bridge from the language 
and concepts of their library visions to the general public’s ambivalent 
attitudes toward the library’s identity and role, testing messages and strat- 
egies in small groups and generally arriving at a consensus. Participants 
acknowledged that libraries cannot and do not exist in a vacuum-that 
libraries must join forces with the entire landscape of institutions that 
contribute to public culture. They pointed to examples of libraries team- 
ing up with other public service information providers-such as public 
television and radio, community computer networks, and local nonprofits 
-to form community learning cooperatives. Several of the grantees men- 
tioned that such collaborations already are flourishing in some areas. 
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They imagined the possibility of a coordinated communications campaign, 
based on public opinion research, to position libraries as key players in 
this new cooperative venture. Participants said that the opportunity is 
open to create and promote models of “community learning 
collaboratives” or new forms of “public sen ice media” in which libraries 
play a key role-and to actively define the public interest in the digital 
age. Participants also identified the need for creating a broader, edu- 
cated constituency familiar with the impact of the Telecommunications 
Act of 1996-which creates a new federal framework in which libraries 
and their partners must work if they are to articulate their key messages 
about public access, learning, and community service. 
In Sum.  . . 
Americans continue to have a love affair with their libraries, but they 
have difficulty figuring out where libraries fit in the new digital world. 
And many Americans would just as soon turn their local libraries into 
museums and recruit retirees to staff them. Libraries are thus at a cross- 
roads, for they must adjust their traditional values and services to the 
digital age. But there is good reason for optimism as libraries and their 
communities take up this challenge. Libraries have enormous opportu- 
nities nationwide to influence and direct public opinion because strong 
public- sentiment already supports key visions for the future of libraries. 
Moreover, the growing use of home computers seems, at least at this junc- 
ture, to complement-not compete with-library use. So libraries and 
their leaders now must chart a role for themselves, giving meaning and 
message to their future institutions and their central role in community 
life. 
PUBLICVISIONS,PRIVATEREFLECTIONS 
Both publicly and privately, many library leaders welcomed the digi- 
tal age and said that electronic information will broaden libraries’ tradi- 
tional ability to provide broad access to a rich and ever-expanding store 
of information. Others expressed concern in their public statements that 
the digital revolution could create a class of information have-nots. And 
in private interviews, some registered concern that libraries would be 
tagged as “safety net” institutions dedicated exclusively to serving this 
population. 
The private interviews also raised issues-and anxieties-not ad-
dressed in the formal vision statements. These included the degree to 
which libraries need to carve out a competitive niche in the exploding 
information marketplace, the extent to which the public will continue to 
provide political and budgetary support, and the possibility of alliances 
with other information providers, such as schools, local governments, 
and other public service media. Not surprisingly, given the digital 
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revolution’s enormous impact on information production and retrieval, 
the library leaders failed to agree on many key issues. 
Technology and the Library: Where is the Nexus ? 
Many library leaders see libraries as the natural jumping off point 
for the National Information Infrastructure (NII). Building the NII 
around libraries expands and enhances an already-existing information 
infrastructure. It eliminates the need to create an entirely new one. Most 
librarians want to marry the explosion of digital resources to traditional 
library values: service to people, education to meet information needs, 
broad access to library resources for all, the provision of quality informa- 
tion and knowledge, and building and inculcating democratic values and 
American history. 
The electronic age will allow libraries of varying types, serving vary- 
ing populations, to link together and even merge. Thus, say some library 
leaders, the local public library and the university library will merge, elec- 
tronically, into a single entity. The links will extend to form a worldwide 
digital library, making the library a bulwark of the global community and 
potentially serving a worldwide audience. 
Library leaders emphasize that libraries are places that acquire, cata- 
log, preserve, and disseminate collections. Many leaders now expand 
that vision to include “virtual collections” of digitized information. This 
vision implies a fundamentally different relationship between libraries 
and “their” collections: libraries will have access to vast collections but 
may not actually control them. 
Some library leaders assert that libraries in the digital age will create, 
publish, and manipulate information. This vision transforms libraries 
from collectors and disseminators to actual information creators. Other 
library leaders say libraries’ core mission is to maintain and distribute 
collections. 
While some library leaders envision the book and other print publi- 
cations as playing an increasingly marginal role, others anticipate a “hy- 
brid” library-one that combines traditional print publications and new 
digitized information. Few look forward to a time when the book and 
other traditional print publications will cease to be a fundamental cor- 
nerstone of library collections. Most library leaders acknowledge, how- 
ever, that room must be made on the library “shelf‘ for digital informa- 
tion sources. Libraries will continue their roles as lenders of information 
and as facilities for browsing. Some fear that the digital explosion could 
undermine libraries’ lending role because individuals will be able to eas- 
ily replicate (and therefore “own”) any online document. But the digital 
library also greatly extends the traditional idea of “browsing” into the 
boundless archives of cyberspace. 
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Libraries with and without walls 
Library leaders are struggling to find a place in the digital age for 
the physical building most Americans traditionally associate with the li- 
brary. Most library leaders say without hesitation that libraries constitute 
a physical space that holds collections. Libraries are also a space for learn- 
ing and reflection a public space that brings together diverse populations 
into one community to learn, gather information, and reflect. 
Traditionally, libraries have been collections of items stored in a site- 
specific facility. Access is limited to those who can travel to the library site 
or can arrange a loan. Thus time and space define the nature of the 
library as physical space. 
With the onset of the digital age, many library leaders say libraries 
must expand beyond the confines of the traditional library building. 
Because of the electronic revolution, libraries now can embrace govern- 
ment archives, business databases, and electronic sound and film collec- 
tions that previously were not considered part of the libraries’ own col- 
lections. 
Some carry this notion one step further. They say libraries need to 
evolve into entirely new organizational forms that take into account the 
digital library-without-walls and that acknowledge that information today 
can be gathered, disseminated, and created at any time in any place. The 
digital library reduces-even eliminates-geographic and temporal bar- 
riers. Libraries, which traditionally have provided links to additional in- 
formation through connections to other branches and library systems, 
will now be providing links through cyberspace. 
Your computer is a library, say those who carry this concept the fur- 
thest. It is outside library walls, but it can take you deep into library and 
other information collections. 
But others still see a role for the library “place” in a digital world. 
The notion that you can get any information from a desktop computer 
threatens the communal nature of the library, which is rooted in its physi- 
cal space. 
The Library as a Provider and Protector of Equal Access and Equal Opportunity 
Providing equal access for all Americans to library resources is a bed- 
rock value. The free-flow of information to all who desire it, regardless 
of race, income, or other factors, is vital to the functioning of a free soci- 
ety. Libraries should act as an information safety net for the information 
have-nots, especially as Americans move into the digital age. 
A vision subscribed to by all the library leaders is that underserved 
communities must have free and unfettered access to libraries, including 
traditional and digital collections. 
Public libraries are uniquely suited to provide equal access gateways 
onto the NII, connecting people in underserved urban and rural areas to 
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information resources. The digital age merely extends the traditional 
notion of the library as “the people’s university.” 
Libraries should provide training, equipment, and information to 
the information have-nots. Information-or lack of access to it-should 
not become a new barrier to achievement and social mobility, keeping 
some individuals from realizing their fullest potential as wage earners, 
parents, and responsible citizens. 
The Libra y as Community Builder; Ciuic Integrator; and Community Activist 
in a Digital World 
Library leaders are nearly unanimous in their belief that libraries, 
along with schools and the courts, are among our fundamental civic insti- 
tutions. 
Libraries are civic integrators. They are community nerve centers. 
They constitute, along with other vital local institutions, the basis of civic 
life. They provide a forum through which community members interact 
with each other, both through the use of meeting space and through the 
collection, dissemination, and implementation of information. They of- 
fer programs, services, and collections that support direct civic participa- 
tion. 
Libraries draw the community in through literacy, after-school, pre- 
school, and other programs. Some library leaders stress that libraries 
and library users should play an active role in community revitalization. 
Libraries should become intervenors and activists in the communities 
they serve, especially in low-income and other underserved communi- 
ties. Whether they are offering online job services, after-school programs, 
links among community activists, access to government information, or 
literacy programs, libraries must be forces for positive social change in 
their communities. 
Libraries are directly tied to a community’s quality of life. If libraries 
are weakened or fail because of budgetary or other constraints, the 
community’s quality of life depreciates. 
The digital library can be an extension of the traditional communal 
library. It is a new expression of the old American idea of providing the 
widest possible access to knowledge to the community. 
But some library leaders add a cautionary note. The digital library- 
and the digital age-can undermine the notion of the library as a com- 
munity institution and a building block of American culture. If the cost 
of technology becomes a barrier, entire segments of the community may 
be left out. If the desktop computer replaces the library as a community 
“place,” the library’s community functions may wither, and its traditional 
function as an identifier and shaper of the American experience may 
start to decline. 
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The Library as a Definer of American Culture 
Libraries must continue their tradition of providing a window onto 
American culture, values, and traditions. They do this through open ac- 
cess to all-any citizen can acquire the knowledge he or she needs to 
function effectively in a democratic society. 
Some librarians believe that the digital library can enhance this tra- 
ditional function. The digital library preserves and makes broadly avail- 
able original icons of American history. No longer will Americans have 
to travel to specific locations to view important American historical docu- 
ments and artifacts. They will be available through a computer terminal. 
The Evolving Librarian 
Some library leaders see a basic redefinition of the librarian’s role. 
Instead of being caretakers of materials, they will become information 
navigators, aiding users to tap more effectively the resources of the Internet 
and other digitized collections. Librarians will become coaches rather 
than information authorities. They can become trusted guides for a per- 
son who knows what he or she needs but is unsure how to find it. They 
can point to electronic tools and resources as well as to card catalogs and 
other traditional information repositories. 
Other library leaders try to marry a more traditional view of 
librarianship with the exigencies of the digital age. They want to join 
together the basic values of librarianship-service to people, education 
to meet information needs, broad access to library resources for all, the 
provision of quality information and knowledge, and building and incul- 
cating democratic and American values and history-to the NII. In fact, 
they view these basic values as critical adjuncts to a wide-open, confusing 
digital age in which users will need more, not less, assistance to under- 
stand what it is they don’t know and what they need to know. 
Librarians are the guardians of the fundamental library principle of 
equal access. They can equip information have-nots with the tools and 
equipment to give them parity with more affluent users. 
In the view of some library leaders, librarians play a critical role in 
ensuring that libraries become organizers and mediators of knowledge, 
not just purveyors of raw information. These observers fear, in fact, that 
the information explosion will supplant the quest for knowledge. Librar- 
ies must “rehumanize” the torrent of information flowing from the NII 
-and become trusted translators, knowledge mediators. 
Some observers believe that librarians must become involved in com- 
munity organizations-and network with the community to ascertain com- 
munity information needs and reach out to underserved populations. 
Librarians will need to be retrained. They will need new tools to 
search for information from digital sources. Some caution that in the 
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process of becoming digitally fluent, librarians must not lose their hu- 
manistic origins. 
Agreements and Departures 
Following the analysis of the written vision statements submitted by 
the library leaders, Leigh Estabrook, Dean of the Graduate School of 
Library and Information Science at the University of Illinois at Urbana- 
Champaign, conducted a series of telephone interviews with the Kellogg 
grantees. Estabrook asked the library leaders to reflect and expand on 
the ideas expressed in their vision statements. The interviews were de- 
signed to probe further areas of consensus and divergence among the 
grantees. Estabrook also posed additional questions to solicit these li- 
brary leaders’ views on topics not touched on in the vision statements, 
specifically their assessment of the library’s political base of support and 
potential competition with other information providers. 
The interviews captured many of the sentiments expressed in the 
written vision statements, and many of these areas of agreement can serve 
as initial areas of consensus. There was, however, some significant diver- 
gence between the vision statements and the interviews. A host of new 
and intriguing issues arose in the interviews that the sector may want to 
examine as it seeks to forge its identity in the emerging digital world. 
Two key departures from the written vision statements cropped up 
during the series of telephone interviews, perhaps because of the direct 
nature of the questions asked or the less formal interview format: 
The grantees, in their written statements, were enthusiastic about 
the role of the library as an information safety net for the information 
have-nots. The grantees, in their telephone interviews, expressed reser- 
vations about serving in this capacity, especially if it was the library’s ex- 
clusive role. Some of those interviewed feared that if libraries serve pri- 
marily as information safety nets, they would become marginalized and 
lose political support from middle-class taxpayers. 
The written vision statements contained several affirmations of the 
library’s role as democratizer. Some library leaders also stated in their 
documents that they believed libraries should actually become interve- 
nors and activists in the communities they serve, especially low-income 
communities. During the interviews with the grantees, however, these 
notions barely surfaced. 
New Areas of Concern 
In contrast to the grantees’ assertive written vision statements, the 
telephone interviews exposed a profession more tentative about its role 
in the digital age. The vision statements, though differing on the specif- 
ics of how libraries should envision their futures, set out bold agendas. 
The interviews were much more ambivalent, raising more questions than 
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answers. Indeed, several new issues arose that were only hinted at in the 
written vision documents: 
The degree to which libraries need to carve out a competitive niche 
in an exploding information marketplace. Super bookstores, such as 
Borders and Barnes and Noble, were viewed as posing as big a threat to 
libraries as an individual’s ease of access to the digital information from 
personal computers. 
The extent to which libraries will be able to ease these competitive 
forces by forging relationships with other information providers, includ- 
ing other libraries, schools, local governments, and commercial informa- 
tion providers. 
The extent to which the public will continue to provide political and 
budgetary support to libraries in the wake of strong antigovernment sen- 
timent, competition from commercial purveyors of home-use online prod- 
ucts, digital collections not “owned” by locally supported public libraries, 
and public amhivdlencc about the significance of libraries. 
The degree to which the library field has developed leaders who can 
“step up to the plate,” as one interviewee put it, and define and assert the 
role of libraries in the digital future. 
Libraries in the Digital Age Must Find Their Competitive Niche 
Many of the interviewees expressed great concern about the library’s 
competitive niche in a marketplace of exploding information resources. 
One librarian suggested that libraries cannot continue to be a gateway 
for everyone-that they must evaluate their roles and functions like a 
business, sizing up the competition and carving out niches. As one inter- 
viewec said, “We don’t have the franchise anymore to be sole providers of 
information in our communities, and we need to stop acting as ifwe did.” 
Interestingly, the interviewees were .just as worried about the super 
bookstores as they were about the individual surfing the Net on his or 
her home computer. Libraries’ traditional middle- and upper-income 
supporters are finding it easier to purchase books at these stores than 
borrow them from the local public library. Moreover, many of these stores 
are increasingly emerging as community meeting centers-complete with 
story hours-a traditional, core role for local public libraries. 
The individual clicking a mouse while sitting at his or her home com- 
puter is seen as a threat to the library’s future. As one interviewee put it, 
“If people can get all the information they need all by themselves at home 
on thcir computer without any intervention from the library, we have a 
problem.” Another interviewee wondered about the role of the library 
-and the librarian-in an “any time, any place” information world. Still 
others worried about the continuing meaning and viability of the “local” 
public library in a world without information boundaries. 
Others were more sanguine. They envisioned the librarian-naviga- 
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tor as the “bait” for luring customers into the library and keeping librar- 
ies competitive in the new mix of information resources. “It will be a 
long time before information technology replaces the human intermedi- 
ary for a lot of information retrieval, so the library building is not a place 
where books are, but a place where somebody is sitting,” explained one 
librarian. 
Other interviewees expressed the notion that libraries could carve 
out a competitive niche by becoming creators or publishers of digital 
information, such as localjob lines and other sources of local informa- 
tion. Some local community information networks are not connected to 
the public library, however, and do not see themselves becoming so in 
the foreseeable future. Thus local community information networks could 
be a potential source of competition. 
Some library leaders expressed optimism that the availability of the 
super bookstores would create more readers, and therefore more library 
customers. “It enhances . . . it gets people more excited about wanting to 
read stuff, instead of just watching television all the time,” was one 
interviewee’s assessment. Other library leaders suggested creating part- 
nerships with bookstores. 
In the view of some library leaders, the public even may be starting 
to confuse these bookstores with their public library! As one interviewee 
recounted: “My favorite moment at Barnes and Noble was when some- 
body came in with her arms full of library books and said, ‘Where do I 
return these?”’ 
Also mentioned as a source of competition was the ability of indi- 
viduals today to purchase collections of digital materials from companies 
producing online products that heretofore were available only at one’s 
local library. 
Collaboration with Other Infomation Providers May 0ff.Y a Solution 
While the library leaders expressed concern about competition from 
various information providers, they also voiced some optimism about the 
possibility of collaborating with these same competitors. 
Some librarians described the potential for partnerships between local 
public libraries and university libraries to expand collections and pro- 
vide cost-sharing for expensive digital collections. Others talked about 
collaborations with local schools and governments-even with bookstores. 
Still others looked to partnerships with high technology and other busi- 
nesses. Few offered concrete steps that could start to forge these partner- 
ships, however. 
One library leader pointed out that forging alliances can come with 
a political downside. Cooperative agreements with businesses or educa- 
tional institutions, he said, means giving up some power and control. 
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But another pointed out that collaborations are essential because librar- 
ies can no longer rely exclusively on public funding to support them- 
selves fully. 
The Public’s Loue Aflair with Libraries: Myths, Monq, and Political Might 
As most of the library leaders agreed, everyone loves their local pub- 
lic library. It is a “warm and comfy” place, as one put it. The library is a 
symbol of trust and a locus of community culture, values, and identity 
that even nonusers care about. 
But as many of the interviewees also agreed, this idealization of the 
library can be as much a curse as a blessing. First, it is this traditional 
view of libraries that makes it difficult politically for libraries to remake 
their image and surge forward in the digital age. Second, this sentimen- 
tal view of the library provides a shaky foundation on which to appeal for 
public funds. On the other hand, it may be this strong sentimental at- 
tachment that carries the day for library bond issues, other interviewees 
said. 
At the same time that libraries may occupy an almost sacred place in 
the American community psyche, they are in many other respects “invis- 
ible” to the American public. As one interviewee put it, “Who’s against 
libraries? Nobody’s against them; it’s just nobody much notices.” Or as 
another interviewee acknowledged, “The public counts on libraries to be 
there, but they don’t have a very good sense of what they might be counted 
on to do.” 
But several library leaders pointed out that despite these trends, li-
braries are definitely not off Americans’ radar screen and in fact are en- 
joying considerable public esteem. A measure of this, suggested some 
interviewees, is the library building boom in several of America’s major 
cities. 
Others raised the issue of whether Americans will lend budgetary 
support to libraries if they come to primarily house computer terminals 
and digital collections and whether, to support these collections, librar- 
ies will have to start charging fees. Why should taxpayers support infor- 
mation that they can get from their desktop computer? Others posed the 
question, Why should taxpayers support digital information with local 
bond issues when, by definition, digital information is not locally owned? 
At the same time, one library leader cited a local community that seemed 
reluctant to support a bond issue for building more library buildings 
unless a strong digital component was factored into the planning pro- 
cess. 
The apparent migration of middle- and upper-income Americans- 
traditional library boosters-to the super bookstores may also have im- 
plications for future library support, according to some library leaders. 
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Librarians must Become Active in Articulating a Leadership Role for Their 
Profession 
A sense of urgency pervaded library leaders’ remarks about the need 
for the profession to “step up to the plate” and strongly define and assert 
its role in the information age. Many interviewees thought that librar- 
ians, at both the local and national leadership levels, were too reluctant 
to take on this role. 
If nobody “much notices” libraries, then it is the librarians’ job, in 
addition to being information navigators, to make the public notice and 
become advocates for the profession, the interviewees said. Library lead- 
ership needs to be able to state its case, be more aggressive, and as one 
interviewee put it, “be, in the public view, worthy of investment.” 
Many thought this assertiveness was particularly essential, given the 
current antigovernment political environment in which public institu- 
tions across the board are fighting for survival. 
One library leader suggested that the profession actively recruit stu- 
dent government and other leaders in high school and college to con- 
sider entering the profession and to renew its leadership ranks. 
Some of the leaders who were interviewed expressed optimism that 
the spring meeting in Washington DC-to discuss the sector’s public 
message campaign-would spur this sort of activism. But others expressed 
caution: “One questions the extent to which the public library directors, 
their staff, and their boards actually understand the profound nature of 
the change that’s under way.” 
Library leaders, as expressed in their vision statements and personal 
interviews, are at a crossroads in trying to define their profession. Their 
vision is firmly grounded in the library as a physical space, a hybrid of 
digital and book collections, and a community information resource, and 
in the librarian as a vital information navigator. Still in dispute is the 
library’s competitive niche in an expanding marketplace of information. 
The individual user who once would have sought out the library is now 
being his or her own “librarian”-or at least is attempting to assume this 
role. Another key question is whether the public will support these roles 
politically and financially and whether the sector can reach a sufficient 
consensus to exert its leadership in the new information environment. 
PUBLIC FOR LIBRARIESSUPPORT 
Library leaders should be encouraged overall by findings of the pub- 
lic opinion survey conducted for this report that revealed that the public 
stands behind libraries. Notably, the survey documents that the public is 
willing to back up this support with financial resources-even to the point 
of paying extra fees beyond taxes already paid to support digital library 
services. And the points on which library leaders and the public agree 
are substantial. 
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But the survey-and the subsequent focus group-also sound a note 
of caution. The youngest Americans surveyed-the 18-24 age group- 
registered weak support for library digital activities and for library build- 
ings. Nonlibrary users were not enthusiastic about paying more taxes to 
support libraries and preferred a pay-as-you-go approach. A strong plu- 
rality of Americans said they would ask “somebody they know” to learn 
more about computers, rather than their local librarian. Perhaps this 
reflects a sentiment voiced in the focus group: that libraries’ rightful place 
in the emerging digital age is “behind the curve,” rather than in front of 
it. 
Among the survey’s key findings: 
The public strongly supports public libraries and wants them to take a 
leadership role in providing access to coniputers and digital informa- 
tion. At the same time, the public voices substantial support for main- 
taining such traditional library services as book collections and offer- 
ing reading hours and other programs for children. 
There is a high correlation between those who are frequent library 
users, frequent bookstore patrons, and those who have access to a per-
sonal computer. This would seem to suggest that some library leaders’ 
fears that bookstores will win away library customers may be ground- 
less. In fact, rather than competing with one another, as one leader 
suggested, bookstores, libraries, and computers may be cross-fertiliz- 
ing each other’s constituencies. 
A majority of Americans do not think libraries’ importance will de- 
crease as personal computer use becomes more widespread. Equal 
numbers of Americans believe libraries should spend their resources 
on digital information, as opposed to book and other printed infor- 
mation. Thus library leaders’ vision of a hybrid library may be win- 
ning some adherents among the public. 
Despite fears voiced by library leaders that current antigovernment 
sentiment will hamper libraries’ ability to raise money to support digi- 
tal and traditional collections, the public says it is willing to pay addi- 
tional taxes and fees for these services. A cautionary note should be 
added, however. Library users are willing to pay more taxes, but 
nonlibrary users want fees charged to individual users instead. 
Some of the library leaders expressed concern that home computers 
would compete directly for library users. But a majority of those polled, 
when asked how they would spend $20 on digital resources if they had 
a computer at home, voted to spend that money in taxes to allow the 
local public library to develop an information service that could be 
accessed from home. Only a third wanted to use the money to buy 
their own computer disks for individual use. 
The survey found that families with children are much more likely to 
have computers at home-and also to use their local public library. 
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This suggests there is a strong nexus between children, computers, 
and libraries, one that librarians should take note of and consider care- 
fully as they seek to attract growing numbers of library supporters and 
users. 
The public values the notion that librarians should take on responsi- 
bilities for aiding users who want to navigate the information super- 
highway. When asked where they would go to learn more about using 
computers, however, a strong plurality of Americans said they would 
ask “somebody they know,” rather than their local librarian. Never-
theless, the potential exists to develop the librarian’s information navi- 
gator role, especially if it can be promoted as the institutional equiva- 
lent of that “somebody you know.” 
Maintaining and building library buildings was ranked third among all 
the library functions listed in the poll, right behind providing children’s 
services and books. 
The public favors using libraries for community meetings, although 
this role is ranked lower than all but one of nine other roles and li- 
brary activities read to survey respondents. 
The public voices less enthusiasm than library leaders for setting up 
computers in remote locations like shopping malls to ease access to 
library information. 
Americans divide along demographic lines on some key issues affect- 
ing libraries. For example, the youngest Americans polled, those be- 
tween the ages of 18and 24, are the least enthusiastic boosters ofmain- 
taining and building library buildings. They are also the least enthusi- 
astic of any age group about the importance of libraries in a digital 
future. And they vote to spend their own money on computer disks 
rather than contributing the same amount in tax dollars to the library 
for purchasing digital information for home use. Older Americans, 
the poll revealed, want the library to provide these services and gener- 
ally are less enthusiastic about computer services in the library than 
younger respondents. Minorities favor providing computer services 
to so-called information have-nots, are strong supporters of more li- 
brary buildings, and are willing to pay extra taxes and fees for more 
library-based digital services. Lower-income Americans are least likely 
to ask a friend for help in mastering computer skills; this group might 
be particularly receptive to librarians as digital information trainers. 
Libraries Enjoy Substantial Public Support in the Diptal Age 
For the vast majority of Americans, libraries are a highly valued insti- 
tution-even with the advent of virtually unrestricted access to informa- 
tion from one’s home computer. 
Respondents say that libraries will be at least as important in the digi- 
tal age as they are now. Respondents were asked whether they thought 
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public libraries would become more or less important than they are now, 
as the use of computers continues to grow. A majority of Americans don’t 
think libraries’ importance will decrease. That majority split evenly be- 
tween those who said libraries would become more important (40 per- 
cent) and those who thought their significance would not change (38 
percent). A fifth of respondents indicated that libraries’ importance would 
decline. While this is a small group, it should be noted that it is twice the 
percentage recorded in a 1995 survey (see the box below). 
The responses to this question, though certainly positive, should be 
interpreted with some caution. In the survey, 24 percent of those with 
access to a personal computer said libraries would become less impor- 
tant, as opposed to 16 percent of those who lack such access. These find- 
ings suggest that as access to computers swells, the number of Americans 
who say that libraries will become less important in the digital age may 
well expand. 
Another possible pitfall is that the group with the lowest level of back- 
ing for the notion of libraries’ increasing importance was the 18-24 age 
group, which registered only 27 percent support for this view. This popu- 
lation is the one that is most at home with the notion of obtaining infor- 
mation from a desktop computer without the help of the library. Still, as 
this independent-minded and computer-literate group ages and has chil- 
dren, they may migrate in larger numbers to libraries. 
Respondents rank traditional and computer-related services highly. 
Americans hold in high regard nearly all of the nine current and poten- 
tial library services tested among those polled. When asked to rank these 
services, every service received substantial support, whether it was ex- 
pressed in terms of personal preference or in terms of what public librar- 
ies should provide to their community. 
Ranked highest were services to children. Eighty-three percent of 
those queried rated them as “very important.” Close behind was purchas- 
ing new books, at 72 percent. Maintaining, repairing, and building pub- 
lic library buildings won support from 65 percent of respondents, and 
providing computers and online services to children and adults who don’t 
have their own computrrs ranked fourth, with 60 percent judging this 
service “very important.” 
Other computer-related services also drew strong popular support. 
The role of librarians as information navigators was rated as “very impor- 
tant” by 58 percent of respondents, with 85 percent saying that “provid- 
ing a place where librarians help people find information through com- 
puters and online services” was “very important” or “moderately impor- 
tant.” A large number of respondents said that enabling people to access 
library information through their home computers was a worthy goal, 
with 78 percent rating this function as either “very important” (46 per- 
cent) or “moderately important” (32percent). A total of 70 percent agreed 
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that providing community meeting space was “very important” or “mod- 
erately important,” but only 34 percent labeled this function as “very im- 
portant.” Setting up computers to access library information at remote 
locations scored lowest; only 34 percent of respondents agreed this was a 
very important service. 
Of those respondents who ranked each library service as “very im- 
portant,” there were some notable differences among the demographic 
groups probed. Women ranked such services as children’s reading hours, 
purchasing books, maintaining buildings, and providing computer ser- 
vices to those who lack them, higher than men. For example, 79 percent 
of women thought it was “very important” for libraries to spend their 
money on purchasing new books; 65 percent of men shared this view. 
Men and women polled nearly evenly on two key computer-related ser- 
vices: establishing links from libraries to home computers and purchas- 
ing computers and providing online access. 
Minorities generally were more interested than whites in spending 
money on library services, although all groups were highly supportive. 
For example, while 57 percent of whites thought it was very important for 
libraries to provide computers and online services to those who lack them, 
76 percent of African Americans and 86 percent of Hispanics felt that 
way. A total of 65 percent of Hispanics and 62 percent of African Ameri- 
cans thought it was “very important” for libraries to allocate funds to al- 
low people to access library information from their home computers. 
Only 43 percent of whites agreed with this view. Finally, 58 percent of 
Hispanics thought libraries ought to allocate their financial resources to 
providing community meeting space; only a third of whites and 39 per- 
cent of blacks supported this view. 
Age seemed to play a part in determining how much importance a 
respondent placed on various library services: 
Only 49 percent of college-age respondents between the ages of 18 
and 24 rated maintaining and building libraries as “very important,” 
as opposed to 67 percent of the 25-34 age group and 70 percent of 
the 65 and older age group. 
Those at the other end of the age spectrum, ages 55 and older, 
assigned low priority to providing access to library materials through 
home computers and to purchasing computers and access. 
Young adults, those between the ages of 25 and 34, ranked providing 
access to computer services to those who lack them at 73 percent, far 
higher than other groups. 
Only 30 percent of the 55-64 year-olds thought that providing com- 
puter services to information have-nots was very important. 
Household income and education were related to the importance 
Americans placed on building and maintaining library buildings and on 
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providing computer access to those who lack it. A$detailed below, lower- 
income groups supported library building activities substantially more 
than higher-income groups. Those with less education also voted in fa- 
vor of the importance of library buildings in greater numbers than more 
highly educated respondents. Education, more than income, appeared 
to play a role in the level of support for providing library access to those 
without computer access. 
Libraries may be drawing on decades of good will when the public 
displays such unequivocal support for their continuing service to com- 
munities-even with the advent of the digital age. The library leaders 
noted the esteem in which libraries are held. Perhaps this high regard 
will provide a safe pathway on which libraries can navigate the transition 
from their traditional book-only role to a book-plus-digital role. Several 
cautionary notes emerged from these findings, however. Support for li- 
brary buildings and for providing computer access to those who do not 
have computer access at home or work, while generally strong, displays 
weakness in some demographic subgroups. 
Americans Support Digital Libmry Collections, Access, and Sewices 
The survey reveals that while Americans are using computers in sub- 
stantial numbers at home and at work, they are also heavily patronizing 
their local library arid local bookstore. Americans are divided over 
whether it is more important for libraries to invest in digital resources as 
opposed to books and other paper information resources, with both points 
of view drawing equal numbers of adherents. Yet Americans are willing 
to spend extra tax dollars and fees on library computer and digital ser- 
vices and books. Finally, the survey reveals that Americans would be will- 
ing to have additional tax dollars invested in digital information acces- 
sible from a home computer, rather than spend that same amount on a 
computer product for their own individual use. 
There is significant overlap between Americans who use libraries, 
bookstores, and home computers. One of the survey’s most important 
findings is the high correlation between library use, bookstore patron- 
age, and home computer access. 
A total of 44 percent of respondents said they had access to a com-
puter for personal use at home; 37 percent said they had such access at 
work; 10 percent had school access. Altogether, 81 percent of those que- 
ried said they had access to a personal computer either at home or at 
work. At the same time, 69 percent of the respondents said they went to 
a public library at least once in the last year. A total of 78 percent of 
Americans reported that they went to a bookstore in the past year to browse 
or purchase a book. 
The survey reveals that home computer use and library use are highly 
correlated. People with home computers were more likely to have gone 
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to a public library at least once in the past year (’79percent) than those 
who lack computers (60 percent). They are also more likely to have gone 
frequently (52 percent more than five times) than those who do not have 
computers (30 percent more than five times). Thus, as computer use 
and ownership spreads, library use may actually swell, rather than de- 
cline, as some library leaders have feared. 
The survey also reveals a significant correlation between heavy li-
brary use, frequent bookstore patronage, and home computer use. Of 
those Americans who have gone to the library at least once in the past 
year, 88 percent went to a bookstore at least once. Of those respondents 
who have not used the library, only 56 percent went to a bookstore. 
Of those Americans who own home computers, 79 percent went to 
the library at least once, 90 percent frequented a bookstore at least once. 
Those who lack a home computer were far less frequent users of either 
service. Only 60 percent of those individuals went to the library at least 
once, while 69 percent went to the bookstore at least once. 
People with home computers are also more likely to have gone to a 
bookstore frequently (57 percent more than five times, 36 percent more 
than ten times) than those who do not have computers (34 percent more 
than five times, a fifth more than ten times). 
The findings would seem to suggest that though Americans are pa- 
tronizing bookstores in large numbers-and using personal computers 
in growing numbers-they do not seem to be abandoning libraries. Quite 
the contrary, the three activities appear to cross-fertilize one another. 
Americans are Evenly Divided Over whether Libraries in the Future Should he a 
Place for  Books or Digital Information 
The public seems to be almost evenly split over which functions should 
take precedence as libraries move into the future. A third (35 percent) 
think it will be most important for libraries “to be a place where people 
can read and borrow books.” Another third (3’7 percent) believe it will 
be most important for libraries “to be a place where people can use com- 
puters to find information and to use online computer services.” Only 10 
percent felt it would be most important for libraries to provide meeting 
space and community information. These findings were extremely con- 
sistent across all demographic categories. 
These results are encouraging for those library leaders who support 
the concept of a “hybrid” library, because they seem to suggest that there 
are substantial blocks of public support for both the traditional and digi- 
tal functions. On the other hand, these findings suggest that library back- 
ers who seek political and financial aid will need to bow to the concerns 
of both camps as library supporters launch public awareness and funding 
campaigns. 
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Americans want Libraries to Provide Digital Information-and They are 
willing to Spend Tax Dollars to make this Happen 
When survey respondents were asked, if they had a personal com- 
puter at home, would they choose to spend $20 a year in taxes to enable 
the library to have an information service that could be accessed from a 
home computer, or would they prefer to spend the money to buy disks to 
install on their home computer, a majority of respondents said they would 
rather pay for the library-based system. Exactly a third said they would 
prefer to use their tax dollars to buy their own disks. A majority-52 
percent-said they would rather spend those funds to enable the public 
library ‘lo have an information service that you could access from your 
home computer.” As discussed below, Americans also are willing to be 
charged extra for library computer and online services above and be- 
yond the taxes they already pay. 
Surprisingly, income level played virtually no role in determining 
support for home- or library-based digital information. There was some 
differentiation by age, however. The strongest support for buying one’s 
own disks came in the youngest age group, at 47 percent, and declined 
steadily to 21 percent of those Americans who are 65 and older. Also, 
individuals in households with children lean toward favoring buying their 
own disks, with 41 percent of those with children between the ages of 12 
and 17 supporting this approach, while only 29 percent of childless indi- 
viduals favor individual purchase. 
Overall, the support for spending tax dollars on library-supplied digi- 
tal information that can be accessed from home is a positive finding on 
several scores. First, when pitted against the notion that individual PC 
users don’t need or want libraries as they become more able to navigate 
online information on their own, the library comes out ahead. Ameri- 
cans would rather have the libraries collect digital resources than pur- 
chase them on their own. Second, these findings may help ease some 
library leaders’ concerns that the current antigovernment mood might 
infect libraries’ ability to move forcefully into the digital age. Clearly, 
Americans see libraries as an important public institution and are willing 
to pay for them to play an expanded, digital role. 
Finally, these findings would seem to suggest that Americans see digital 
information as a public, rather than private, good and are willing to pay 
to see this vision realized. It should be noted, however, that respondents 
were told the library information would be available on their home com- 
puter. It would be interesting in future surveys to probe whether this 
support would hold up if the library’s digital collections were available 
only at library branches. 
The survey also revealed that Americans are willing to spend extra 
tax dollars or pay extra fees for library services, particularly computer 
access and information. A plurality of Americans-43 percent-favored 
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increasing taxes to cover costs if their local library needed additional 
funds to continue operation and another 39 percent said they would back 
charging a fee to people who use the library. These findings are almost 
identical to those recorded by a 1991 University of Illinois poll (see the 
box below). And Americans in significant numbers (60 percent) are will- 
ing to pay-in addition to taxes-extra fees to pay for access to personal 
computers and online services at the library. Of these, 27 percent would 
pay $10 a year, 27 percent would pay $25 a year, and 6 percent would pay 
$50 a year, while 35 percent would be willing to pay nothing. 
Americans’ endorsement for paying more taxes to libraries may be 
weaker than it first appears because it is library users who are most be- 
hind a tax boost. Nonlibrary users want to pay fees as they need the 
library-they are less interested in general public support for the institu- 
tion. For example, of those who have gone to the library at least once in 
the last year, 49 percent favored increasing taxes to cover costs, while 
only a third of nonlibrary users agreed with this approach. The percent- 
ages are reversed when it comes to backing fees: 46 percent of nonlibrary 
users support library charges; only 34 percent of library users would back 
this type of assessment. 
The youngest age group (18-24 year-olds) ,at 71 percent, was far more 
willing to pay for these services than the oldest age group (65and older), 
at 36 percent. Nearly three-quarters of African Americans (72 percent) 
said they would pay a fee, while only 58 percent of whites indicated a 
willingness to do so. Not surprisingly, those with higher incomes and 
more education were more willing to pay charges than were those with 
lower incomes-as were people with children, who at 72 percent were far 
more willing to pay charges than were childless individuals at 54 percent. 
Families with Children are Much More Likely to have Home Computers and Use 
Libraries 
The survey found that families with children are much more likely to 
have computers at home-and to use their local public library. Half of 
all families with children have computers at home. Only 37 percent of 
childless households have home computers. At the same time, library 
usage among families with children is also substantial. Fifty percent of 
such families have gone to their public library more than five times in the 
past year. This suggests that librarians may want to target this population 
since it exhibits strong attachments to computers and libraries. 
Americans are Uncertain about Librarians’ Roles as Trainer and Navigator for 
the Information Superhighway 
As noted above, the notion of librarians serving as navigators-“help- 
ing people find information through computers and online services”- 
for the information superhighway was ranked high by Americans. A solid 
majority-58 percent-thought this function was “very important.” Alto- 
gether 85 percent believed this service was important. 
TZlienhiericaiis were asked where they would go to learn more about 
using coinpiitel-s to find information through the Internet and other on- 
line services, however, only 10 percent listed the library. A strong plural- 
ity of American--4 1 percent-n-ould ask “somebody they know.” XI1 
other cateS-ories-biiyirig a book, going to a computer store, reading a 
magazine, usiiig an online computer service-ranked in the single digits. 
Tl’onien arid older Americans were more interested than other iuneri- 
cans in taking a class to learn computer skills. h fifth of ivoinen and 
louglily a quarter of older Amei-icans said they would take this route. 
African Amc-ricaiis and Hispanics ivere among the least likely (at 32 per- 
cent and 24 percent, respectively) to ask somebody they know for assis- 
tance. The lowes t-in come Arne rican s- those ivi th hoiisehold incomes 
less than $13,000 a year-nw-e also among the least likely-32 percent-
I friend or acquaintance for help, while nearly half, 01- 47 percent, 
of those with incomes of $50:000 01- more were the most likely. This is 
perhaps because lower-income Americans may have [ewer friends or ac- 
quaiiitaiices who own personal computers than more affluent Americans. 
Details o j  t h  Public. Ofrinzoii Sio-iq 
In spring 1996 the Benton Foundation commissioned a national suney to 
test public support for libraries in the digital age. The poll was conducted for 
Lake Research arid the Tarranre Groiip bet5veen April 18 and April 21, 1996,by 
the Opinion Research Corporation (Princeton, New Jerscy). Telephone inter- 
views ~vri-econdiicted hp paid, trained, and professionally supervised interview 
ers using a stratified random-digit replicate sample. ii total of 1.015 interviews 
were completed, and respondents TTCI-C lirnited to adults (18 years anti older) 
living in prirate households in tlie United States. Intcrvicivs were weighted by 
age, sex, geographic region, and race to ensure that the sample accurately re- 
flects the total population 18 years and older. The maximum margin of error 
for questions asked of all respondents is k3.1 percent. 
This survey builds on eailier research that is now in the public domain. A 
primary source is a sm-vey funded by the U.S. Department of Education, con- 
ducted by George D’Elia, Associate Professor in the Information and Sciences 
Department, Carlson School of Management, University of Minnesota, and 
EleanorJo Rodgers, now with the Urban Libraries Council, as well as the Univer- 
sity of Minnesota Center for Survey Kesearch and the Gallup Organization. This 
complex and rich survey set out “to describe for librarians what the public con- 
siders to be the important roles of the lihrai-!, in society.” The survey cornpares 
responses from sevcral populations: a national sample of 1,001 adults, a sample 
of 401 African Arriericaiis, a sample of 846 Caucasian Americans, a sample of 
399 Hispanics, arid a sample of 300 opinion leaders. Also important to the de- 
vrlopment of tlie HRISM surrey was a survey conducted for the Library Research 
Center of the Graduate School of Library and Information Science at the Uni- 
versity of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, which surveyed 1,181 adults and 390 
librarians in 1991 to gauge their interest in and support [or a range of library 
services. Finally, the Roper Center at the University of Connecticut was exam- 
ined for relevant survey findings. 
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Also, nearly a fifth of the lowest-income Americans said they would go to 
the library to learn computer skills, the highest level among all demo- 
graphic groups except African Americans. Twenty-four percent of Afri- 
can Americans and 15percent of Hispanics indicated that they would use 
the library to learn how to access online information. 
This finding may not be as discouraging as it first appears. Librarians 
may be able to promote themselves effectively, given most Americans’ 
warm feelings toward libraries, as exactly that “somebody you know”- 
the person to go to when you need to learn about computer information 
gathering and access. Also of interest is the fact that minority and lower- 
income Americans may turn with increasing frequency to libraries to per- 
form a digital information safety net training function. 
Americans Look to Libraries to Provide Computer Services to Individuals Who 
Don’t have Their Own Computers 
Indeed, an overwhelming 85 percent of Americans think it is impor-
tant or moderately important for libraries to “provide computers and 
online services to children and adults who don’t have their own comput- 
ers.” Americans ranked this service fourth, both in terms of their per- 
sonal preference and its importance to their communities. This may sig- 
nal broad public support for the notion of the library performing as a 
safety net for the information have-nots. 
Hispanics registered the strongest support of those who said spend- 
ing library money on providing computer access to information have- 
nots was personally “very important” to them, while whites registered the 
least. A total of 57 percent of whites favored this position, ’76 percent of 
African Americans, and 86 percent of Hispanics. When support for this 
view was framed in terms of how public libraries should spend money in 
their communities, support among whites stayed the same, but backing 
among minorities dropped somewhat, to 65 percent of African Ameri- 
cans and 78 percent of Hispanics. 
Library Buildings Score High 
Americans value maintaining and building public library buildings. 
Americans support using library budgets to preserve and erect library 
buildings, placing this activity third in the poll’s rankings of library ser- 
vices they would spend money on. A total of 65 percent felt this was “very 
important”; an almost identical number, 62 percent, thought this should 
be a library priority. 
Women favored this activity more than men, with ’71percent ofwomen 
saying they favored supporting library buildings as opposed to only 58 
percent of men. Minorities registered very strong support, especially Af- 
rican Americans, 84 percent of whom felt it was very important to spend 
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library money in this way. Support among minorities dropped off for this 
position somewhat when the question was asked in terms of libraries’ 
priorities. In this case, only 67 percent of African Americans thought it 
was very important for libraries to expend funds on their buildings. 
Clearly, the American public agrees wholeheartedly with the library 
leaders that the American public library building is an intrinsic part of 
the library’s identity. It is important to note that support for this function 
comes only after purchasing new books and computers and computer 
access, and that all three categories polled extremely well among all 
groups. 
Americans are Mixed in Their Support for Libraries as Community CentPrs 
Americans support using libraries for community activities-but less 
strongly than they support other library services. A large majority-70 
percent-say it is very or moderately important for libraries to serve as 
neighborhood or community activity centers to provide meeting rooms 
and auditoriums for community groups and public activities. When asked 
which locations actually serve in their communities as community activity 
centers, however, libraries were ranked third at 16percent, behind schools 
(32 percent) and community recreation centers (28 percent). Moreover, 
providing community meeting space was ranked next to last when Ameri- 
cans were asked how they would like their public libraries to spend money, 
with only 33 percent expressing strong backing for this role. 
Summary of Focus Group Findings 
The focus group participants-convened by the Benton Foundation 
in spring 1996 to further probe these findings-were all residents of 
Montgomery County, Maryland, a suburb of Washington DC. All eleven 
white, mixed-gender participants were library users. All but one had at 
least some college education, and three participants had children in the 
home. Although these findings should be interpreted with some caution 
because they represent the views of only one group of Americans, they do 
signal some potential trouble spots for libraries. After all, if these sophis- 
ticated library users raise doubts about libraries, then what support can 
we expect from less-experienced users? 
In many broad respects, these Americans share many of the visions 
articulated by library leaders. Americans generally see public libraries as 
playing an important role in their communities. Libraries provide free 
and equal access to information to all members of the community, in- 
cluding the information have-nots, said these Americans. As one partici- 
pant put it, “I think as we are seeing the population . . . stratifying along 
class lines in a huge way . . . the library is one of those symbolic things 
that is left, that is a cornerstone of ‘we all do this for everyone’ so that 
everyone can use it.” 
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These Americans also have adopted the concept of the library as a 
hybrid institution, containing both books and technology. Libraries were 
seen as a particularly vital resource for children; indeed, Americans see 
children as central to libraries’ primary mission. Another highly touted 
service was the ability to find hard-to-locate resources at the local library, 
particularly local master plans and other government documents. One 
participant mentioned his difficulty in locating an industrial handbook. 
After a futile search on the Internet, he found it at his local library. Oth- 
ers valued the library for providing a plethora of community resources, 
such as zoning master plans and other government documents. 
But along with these positive responses to libraries, these Americans 
also mentioned several pitfalls that they had encountered in their attempts 
to use library services. They applauded libraries’ free and equal access 
policies. But, said several participants, the materials on hand-especially 
works of fiction-may not be those people are seeking. “[Ilf it’s hot, it’s 
not [available],” proclaimed one participant, adding: “If you want to get 
the book that everybody is reading right now, it is just not in.” Others 
suggested that bookstores were the place to go for popular books and 
even some reference works. One older participant, who claimed to check 
out a half dozen books from his local library every other week, said, “We 
don’t. . . read the latest books. We don’t get those at the library. We get 
those at Borders or Crown Books. . . . “ 
Also mentioned as an impediment was the library’s “mind boggling” 
resources, as one participant put it, which she found impossible to navi- 
gate on her own. As for asking for assistance: “Ialways seem to be waiting 
in line forever,” she said. Others mentioned libraries’ restricted hours, 
especially on holidays and weekends, as obstacles to greater and easier 
use. 
And in many other important ways, these Americans placed libraries 
at the margins of their day-to-day lives, especially regarding the techno- 
logical revolution. When asked, for example, if libraries are more or less 
important than they used to be, participants’ responses were equivocal. 
Many cited the growing trend in which individuals retrieve information 
from their desktop computers at home and saw the library reduced to the 
role of a place where isolated people, chained to their desktops, could 
escape “to find other people.” So, they said, libraries would perform a 
social role: “I think [libraries] will stay around . . . because people would 
then . . . go out where they can find other people,” concluded one par- 
ticipant when asked whether libraries would continue to be as important 
as they are now. 
Most telling, participants said libraries should not take the lead in 
providing services in the digital age. In fact, they thought libraries should 
take a reactive role, adapting to, rather than pioneering, new technolo- 
gies. Libraries “should stayjust behind the curve. We don’t need them to 
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How imbortant are these librarv service.\ to you? 
Survey participants re$iond 
Don’t 
Vrry Moderately Slightly Not know 
(1)Providing reading hours 
and other programs for 
children. 83 12 2 3 1 
(2)Purchasing new books and 
other printed materials. 72 19 5 3 1 
(3)Maintaining. repairing, 
and building public library 
buildings. 65 2.5 5 5 1 
(4)Providing computers and 
online services to children 
and adults who don’t have 
their own computers. 60 25 8 6 1 
(5)Providing a place where 
librarians help people find _ _ . 
information through computers 
and online services. 58 28 9 5 1 
(6)Making it possible for 
people to access library 
information through their 
home computers. 46 32 10 8 3 
(7)Purchasing computers and 
providing access to 
information and online 
services through computers. 42 94 12 9 3 
(8)Providing meeting rooms 
and auditoriums for the use 
of community groups and for 
public activities. 34 36 17 12 1 
(9)Setting up computers in 
public places such as 
shopping malls and community 
centers so that people can 
access library information 
from these places. 19 28 22 29 2 
be on the curve because most people aren’t,’’ as one participant put it. 
Indeed, in a world of tight budgetary restraints, these Americans did not 
want to invest in libraries as technology leaders. 
The “behind the curve” metaphor permeated these Americans’ views 
of libraries in other significant ways. When asked to ponder the role of 
libraries in the future, they placed libraries firmly in the past. In 30 years, 
they said, libraries would be relegated to a “kind of museum where people 
can go and look up stuff from way back when.” Thus the library of the 
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luture, far from being a technology leader, would function as an inlorma- 
tion archive. 4 s one participant summed up this view, “If you plopped a 
library down . . . 30 years fi-om now. . . there would be cobwebs growing 
everywhere because people would look at it and wouldn’t think of i t  as a 
legitimate institution because it would be so far behind. . . . “ 
Focus group participants presented an equally diminished view of 
the future role of librarians. They acknowledged that librarians could 
perform a useful role as navigators in the as-yet difficult-to-navigat e uni- 
verse of the Internet. Yet these Americans in the next breath recom- 
mended that trained library professionals be replaced with community 
volunteers, such as retirees, who would be dispatched to serve cappuccino 
as well as perlorm more traditional library services. For this particular 
group of Americans, “librarians as trained professionals” was a nebulous 
concept at best. “In the business that I’m in,” said one, “I find people in 
their fifties and sixties that were in prominent positions. . . . Many of 
those people will wind up in libraries because they will . . . want to feel 
useful. Maybe that is the avenue that the libraries [should take]; they 
should start recruiting for librarians [among] those people.” 
These Americans ranked bookstores as genuine competitors to pub- 
lic libraries. They saw these superstores, in fact, as models that libraries 
should strive to emulate. To revitalize libraries, several participants rec- 
ommended a Borders-style approach, with coffee shops and music. “It is 
a social event,” commented one participant about a trip the super book- 
store. “Make i t  more welcoming,” was her advice to library leaders as one 
path to the future. 
These library users were also ~rell aware that the library must com- 
pete for tax dollars with other community resources in order to provide 
the “free” information resources they so highly valued. “It’s not free. We 
pay for it,” commented one participant. “The only way that librarics are 
going to he able to keep up with getting the newest books, the newest 
technology . . . it takes money.” “If somebody is not paying for it some-
where, it is not going to happen,” said another participant. Notably, these 
library users were not willing to sustain a tax increase in order to support 
library services. One participant recommended turning the library into 
a charitable institution as an alternative to tax levies. “Maybe the way to 
save the library system . . . is to allow people that want to contribute to the 
library to get a tax deduction.” 
Most telling, these library users retained a fuzzy image of the recent 
history of their local community library. The only time any one of them 
could recall libraries having been in the news was when the local libraries 
were threatened with closing. 
Admittedly, these focus group findings should be understood as one 
group of citizens’ responses to a set of directed topics. More research is 
needed if we are to understand the feelings behind the survey data, and 
(Continued on  p .  207) 
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EARLIERSCR\’FY RESEARCHREVEALS PUBLIC FORSTRONG BACKING 
PUBLICLIBRUUES 
The 1996 surrey confirms in many respects earlier surveys of public atti- 
tudes about libraries. Biit it also expands this earlier body of work. The follow 
ing key points are offered as context on issues most germane to the 1996 survey 
and the vision statements of the library leaders. 
Computer Access and Library Use: The Future is N07u 
As early as 1991, two in five Americans (40 percent) said they had used a 
personal computer. Only 29 percent indicated that they had a personal com- 
puter at home (University of Illinois 1991). 
More than two-thirds of Americans (68 percent) said they had used library 
services in the past year, with a little more than half (.32 percent) saying they had 
used library services at least one to four times a year (University of Illinois 1991). 
More than half of adult i\niericans (54 percerit) took their child to the 
library at least once or t\vice a month (National Parent Teachers Association/ 
Newsweek, February 1993). 
One in seven Americans (14 percent) are hard-core library users who say 
they borrowed something in the last sewn days from the public library (Barna 
Research Groups, January 1994). 
More than half the adult public (56 percent) is already using a computer at 
the library to rind what they are looking for (U.S. News &World Report/Gallup, 
October 1995). 
About two-thirds of the adult public (65 percent) said their library had its 
books and materials listed in both a computer and card catalog (U.S. News & 
World Report/Gallup, October 1993). 
More than half the adult public (52 percent) said they had used a com- 
puter to search for infornmation at their library (U.S. News & World Report/ 
Gallup, October 1995). 
In 1993 three-fourths of adults (77 percent) said they ~ o u l t l  be extremely 
or somewhat interested in retrieving books and articles or doing library research 
over interactive TV (Wirthlin Quorom, November 1993). 
Roles of the Librarj 
The most important roles of the public library for the general public were 
to support the educational aspirations of the community and to provide access 
to information, outranking eight other missions that were offered to respon- 
dents. A total of 88 percent ranked as “very important” the library role as 
educational support center for students of all ages, the top choice (Urban Li-
braries Council 1‘392). 
Opinion leaders also ranked this function first in importance with an iden- 
tical number--88 percent-favoring this role (Urban libraries Council 1992). 
‘The public clearly sees a role for libraries in the digital future. A 1995 
survey asked people to choose between the following statements: “Some people 
think libraries will no longer exist in the future because of‘all the information 
available through computers. Other people think libraries will still be needed 
despite all the advancements of computers.” Only 9 percent said they thought 
that libraries would no  longer be needed; an overwhelming ’31percent believed 
that libraries would still be needed (U.S. News & World Report/Gallup, Octo- 
ber 1995). 
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The Library and the Community 
Only one in five Americans (21 percent) said they had attended a library 
program like a story hour, lecture, or movie (University of Illinois 1991). 
Only 17 percent of adult Americans said they had visited the library in the 
past year to hear a speaker, see a movie, or attend a special program (U.S. News 
& World Report/Gallup, October 1995). 
Popular and opinion leader support for libraries serving as community ac- 
tivities centers was weak. Among ten possible roles for the library, this ranked 
last for the general public (41 percent agreeing) and eighth among opinion 
leaders (46 percent agreeing) (Urban Libraries Council 1992). 
Payingfor Libraries and Liking What You Pay For 
The public was evenly split on how to pay for library services in hard times. 
A strong plurality of the public (44 percent) favored increasing taxes, while 41 
percent favored charging people fees for use of library materials if their local 
library needed additional funds to continue to operate (University of Illinois 
1991). 
An overwhelming majority (87 percent) of heads of households indicated 
they were satisfied with their local public libraries (Family Circle Magazine, June 
1993). 
Eight in ten Americans (81percent) said that libraries in their area served 
the needs of people either very well or pretty well (Barna Research Group, July 
1993). 
the ambivalence just below the surface of the forced-choice options that 
surveys measure. In fact, the survey foreshadows some of the more pessi- 
mistic focus group comments, when segmented by types of users. Re-
search is especially needed with various target groups, such as younger 
adults and men. 
But the single focus group proved a useful counterpoint to the opti- 
mism of the aggregate survey data, revealing areas of public confusion 
and restraint that the survey data mask. And, for library leaders eager to 
cling to the reassuring notes of the survey results, the focus group re- 
vealed how quickly public support can erode when arguments are lev- 
eled by even a friendly opposition. While it would be a gross misinterpre- 
tation to derive American public opinion about libraries from one 
participant’s quotable “just behind the curve” metaphor, the language 
and the tone of this discussion among a group of sophisticated library 
users should nevertheless make library leaders cautious about what hap- 
pens when citizens are left in an information vacuum to reason through 
the library’s role in a digital future. If the library is indeed “invisible,” as 
some library leaders admit, then its story and mission are vulnerable to 
new, more assertive arguments and advertising that substitute other insti- 
tutions as information navigators. 
KEY PUBIX POLICIES FOR LIBRARIESA  THE CONTEXT 
To realize their visions, library leaders must take into account 
thepublic policy context in which they operate. They mustjudge whether 
these public policy imperatives will support or impede their visions-and 
Tvhether the current debate orer these policies takes these visions into 
account. The following section addresses these issues and also presents 
the policy issues that will o\.erlay the public’s vision for libraries. 
Tlie vision statements suggest key- roles for libraries as collections, 
institutions, arid corninunity rcsoui-ces i n  the digital age. Many of the 
roles identified in these statements rely on public policies that siipport- 
or at least do not underniiiie or contradict-these outcomes. 
This section describes the arras of polic:, that are most signifjcant to 
r e a l i h g  the libr-ai-ies’ visions. The vision statements do not invoke policy 
conceriis on a one-to-one basis. Instead, four policy themes will most 
affect the viability of the visions articulated by the group: 
Uiiirei-sal service aiid access, ivliich iricludes tlie mechanisms by which 
each 1ibrar:- would be guaranteed, as a matter of public policy affordable 
access to and use of iietworking tools. 
First amendment rights aiid thost. policies that support or limit the 
rbility to collect, create. and make a~ailablea \vide array ofrnate- 
rials, including potentially controversial material, in the ilettvorked cnvi- 
roiinietit. The most widely publicized debate to involve these questions 
for libraries was that around the “CoInmunicatioiis Decency ;2ct,” Tvhich 
became part of the Telecommiinications Act of 19‘36. 
Intellectual property issues, including copyright and the “nioral rights” 
of artists and authors to their works, which may support or inhibit tlie 
library’s role as holder arid lender and may in some scenarios even affect 
tlie ability of library patrons to broivse material freelj- in digital formats. 
Funding or support niechanisiiis. including federal, state, and local 
support lor library se1x-i ces, acquisition, arid operating expenses. Q ~ e s -
lions include the sources of support for ticw or expanded activities, and 
tlie iniplicativns for local ftuiding when the traditional link between li- 
brary service areas arid local tax bases is uncoupled through networked 
services and collections. 
Other, very broad, policy issucs may also affect whether the roles 
imagined by library leaders can be realized. For example, current e€forts 
to bar access to public schools and health facilities for illegal immigrants 
may spill over to other public institutions such as libraries. Finally, cer- 
tain policy decisions that will be key to realizing the visions articulated by 
library leaders are not a matter of public policy but library policy. Spe- 
cifically, many of the themes of libraries as corninunity institutions, arid 
the services they provide under that umbrella, are choices to be niade by 
library boards, not policyrriakers. 
IJn,iuersal Srruice 
While the visions for American libraries in the digital age \ V a r y  in 
how active libraries will be online, all the visions articulate a place for 
libraries and their constituencies in cyberspace. What are the funding 
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mechanisms to get libraries connected? What policies guarantee that 
this will happen? 
Universal service, as defined in the Telecommunications Act of 1996, 
creates some of these mechanisms. For years, universal service has meant 
providing person-to-person voice communications through telephones 
to all Americans at prices made affordable through a system of subsidies. 
Today, converging communications technologies expand the concept of 
universal service beyond “plain old telephone service” to the benefits of 
new communications capabilities-including enhanced phone and com- 
puter networks-to most Americans. 
The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) is working to imple- 
ment the “Snowe-Rockefeller” provision of the Telecommunications Act, 
which requires the FCC to ensure that public libraries, as well as schools 
and rural health care providers, can get telecommunications services “at 
rates less than the amounts charged for similar services to other parties.” 
The Act goes on to specify that the discount is to be enough “to ensure 
affordable access to and use of such services by such entities.” The amount 
of the discount has not been determined. These rates will ultimately 
determine how these institutions get to use these services. The FCC is 
also required to establish rules to enhance access to advanced telecom- 
munications and information services for libraries as well as public and 
nonprofit classrooms and health care providers. 
Many states are not waiting for the result of the FCC’s deliberations 
to create their own universal service policies for libraries and schools. 
Some states, such as Wisconsin, have created an advanced telecommuni- 
cations fund to support the extension of new technologies into institu- 
tions such as libraries. A handful of other states offer somewhat reduced 
rates for basic telephone service to libraries. 
Freedom of Speech and the Communications Decency Act 
If the universal service provisions of the Telecommunications Act 
assist libraries in getting online, the “communications decency” provi- 
sions were an attempt to determine what libraries make available online 
and the degree to which they are responsible for materials that patrons 
access through library facilities. The Communications Decency Act (CDA) 
restricted the transmission of “indecent” material, yet it relied on a very 
broad definition of indecent, which courts have traditionally ruled is pro- 
tected speech under the First Amendment. “Indecent” is a vague legal 
term and could be stretched to include health information, art, and cul- 
tural materials. Libraries could be held liable for making information 
available to minors through library controlled facilities, and there have 
been suggestions that congressional proponents of these measures in- 
tended to keep libraries responsible in order to create publicly account- 
able “choke points” for controversial materials. 
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A number of public interest groups-including the American Library 
Association and libraries such as the Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh- 
challenged these provisions in court as overbroad and unconstitutional. 
The Center for Democracy and Technology reports that a panel of fed- 
eral judges in Philadelphia ruled earlier this summer that the CDA was 
unconstitutional and that the government could not enforce it. Later that 
month a federal court in New York City reached a similar verdict. 
While the injunction of the CDA was an important victory for advo- 
cates of First Amendment rights, the battle for free speech online is far 
from over. The debates on this issue will continue in at least three are- 
nas. First, the Justice Department has appealed the Federal Court deci- 
sions and has taken the CDA case to the Supreme Court. The Supreme 
Court should hear the case in late fall or winter of 1996,with a decision 
expected in early spring. Second, given the political potency of “de- 
cency” concerns in this new medium, even if the court finds the CDA 
unconstitutional, legislators will most likely introduce similar guidelines 
into another bill at the soonest opportunity. Finally, as in many other 
areas of policy development, key decisionmaking is taking place at the 
state level. According to information on the ACLU’s website, at least 11 
states now have legislation regulating speech online, with strict guide- 
lines for who is responsible for the transmission of digital materials. Many 
other states considered bills dealing with online content and in some 
cases the bills are still pending. 
Library professionals and advocates should pay attention to informa- 
tion policies as they develop at the state and local level. If libraries are to 
reflect and transmit American culture in the digital age, they must ensure 
that their holdings and services can reflect a diverse set of views, images, 
and experience. 
Intellectual Property and Copyright 
In the future, according to some, libraries will do more than make 
information available-they will even create new forms of information. 
How do these increased capabilities affect our traditional understanding 
of copyright and fair use? 
In the digital age, sharing or lending documents, as well as linking, 
excerpting, or otherwise creating novel combinations of works may raise 
difficult issues that threaten the distinctions under which copyright law 
has traditionally operated. The library tradition of “nofee” access is called 
into question by current efforts to create electronic payment mechanisms 
to compensate rights holders and the proposal to assert that the transmis- 
sion and storage of a digital work, even if it is not viewed, is a distribution 
that can be controlled by the copyright holder. 
As a recent review and analysis of the Report of the Working Group 
on Intellectual Property Rights, Intellectual Property and the National 
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Information Infrastructure, by Arnold Lutzker, notes: “To the extent that 
the commercial owners control transmissions of works as a public distri- 
bution, copy or display, and are encouraged to develop and employ tech- 
nological envelopes to restrict. . . non-compensated access to works, public 
access to copyrighted material may be limited.” Such an outcome would 
substantially restrict the ability of libraries to fulfill the purposes outlined 
in their vision statements. 
Funding or Support Mechanisms 
How libraries are funded through federal, state, and local efforts will 
affect what services are offered and the boundaries on who or what com- 
munity a library can or is expected to serve. 
At the federal level, one key component has been the transition of 
the Library Services and Construction Act into the Library Services and 
Technology Act (LSTA). According to its proponents, LSTA was designed 
to help libraries “ensure that access is equitable, content is useful and 
usable, and expert help is available.” In the course of congressional con- 
sideration, this measure was folded into the omnibus appropriations bill 
for fiscal year 1997 and financed at $136.4 million a year. 
Nevertheless, recissions in the federal budget have not spared librar- 
ies, and state and local funding has been cut in many instances as well. In 
a notable countercurrent, however, a number of bond issues and other 
special library support measures, when put directly to voters, have won 
support, suggesting a mixed outlook for public support of libraries, de- 
spite a general withdrawal of support for public institutions. But despite 
such support, many libraries-from the Library of Congress to branches 
of local public libraries-have had to cut back staff and reduce the hours 
they are open to meet budgetary constraints. 
Some concerns have also been expressed about the long-term conse- 
quences for funding library services when service areas are potentially 
vastly expanded, while the tax base that supports the provision of those 
services remains unchanged. If networked libraries draw on resources 
they do not pay for directly, or provide service to patrons who are not 
also part of the tax base supporting the provision of that service, pressure 
may mount to support libraries in new ways or to limit access to those 
who have paid for them. The second possibility creates an implicit fee- 
for-service structure that may have negative consequences for low-income 
communities. 
The broader context for support must also take account of financial 
pressures on related institutions such as public schools, which are facing 
analogous demands, especially in lower-income communities, to repair 
crumbling physical infrastructure, acquire basic teaching materials, and 
get connected to computer networks. To the degree that competition 
exists among local institutions, the successful resolution of these demands 
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in schools (or elsewhere) may limit the resources available to do the same 
in libraries, especially as other, for-profit institutions offer access, facili- 
ties, customer support, and related services in the private market. 
THEPROSPECTS COLLABORATIVEFOR A COORDINATED, EFFORT 
C harged with identifying a vision, message, and future direction for 
the library field, the Kellogg grantees niet in Washington DC in spring 
1996 to grapple with the tough issues raised by their own vision state- 
ments and interviews-and by the public opinion research that revealed 
the public to be generally supportive of libraries but uncertain of their 
place in the digital age. The conference consisted of two days of panel 
presentations, break-out sessions, group discussions, arid consensus build- 
ing. The sessions were filled with intense debate over the future direc- 
tion of libraries in the digital world. Participants-led by Benton Foun- 
dation staff, media consultants, and pollsters-sought to find language 
and ways of framing their viGon that would advance their own ideas about 
the future of libraries and still respond to what the public said it wanted 
from the field. 
This was no easy task. It was not difficult for participants to absorb 
the positive findings about libraries: they have strong support among 
children and families, people value them for their collections of books, 
librarians are trusted information navigators. But it was sobering for par- 
ticipants to absorb some of the less optimistic findings from the survey 
and the focus group: college-age Americans are soft in their support for 
libraries, nonusers don’t want to pay taxes to support various library ser- 
vices, and libraries are “behind the curve” of the new wave of technology, 
as one focus group participant put it. 
What emerged was a proposal to propagate “new life forms,” in which 
libraries team with other public service information providers to form 
community education and information networks open and available to 
all. With some communities already experimenting with collaborations 
and cyberspace creating myriad cyber-communities for information ex- 
change of all kinds, libraries should create broad-based, real-time net- 
works with public service partners that can facilitate this exchange of in- 
formation. Grantees also felt their efforts in reaching this goal would be 
enhanced by a coordinated communications campaign and message strat- 
egy. 
Tom Reis, Director of Marketing and Dissemination for the Kellogg 
Foundation, set the tone for the conference sessions by issuing a call to 
the grantees to “build consensus around current and emerging roles in 
libraries; to develop a message that we can all support, and to figure out 
how we can collaborate to get the message heard.” 
Pollsters Celinda Lake (Lake Research) and Brian Tringali (The 
Tarrance Group) summarized the survey and focus group findings. While 
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underscoring that Americans are enthusiastic about their libraries, Lake 
cautioned conference participants that Americans are ready to turn li- 
brarians into volunteers and libraries into charitable institutions to which 
Americans would make voluntary donations. Lake also cautioned that 
Americans historically are unwilling to pay more in taxes for public ser- 
vices because they think those services will benefit others. Tringali issued 
a word of caution, arising out of the polling and focus group findings: 
“Signaling the death knell for libraries is . . . the public perception that 
libraries are museums of old information.” Tringali added that libraries 
must create a vision for the future or risk losing financial support, espe- 
cially because the public generally holds all public institutions in low es- 
teem. 
Pointing toward a new strategy for libraries, Joey Rodger of the Ur- 
ban Libraries Council asserted that the focus group “described an institu- 
tion that is behind the curve in a lot of ways. The context for our discus- 
sion should be that the world does not understand us and does not love 
us, so what do we do in that context?” Further pointing toward a strategy 
of collaboration and renewal, two participants noted the potential com- 
ing together of two like-minded entities to create a forward looking co- 
operative in tune with the digital age. “It seems like libraries are trying to 
become community networks,” observed Patrick J. Finn of La Plaza 
Telecommunity Foundation. “It seems like community networks are try- 
ing to become like libraries,” responded Daniel E. Atkins of the Univer- 
sity of Michigan. “Mrhy can’t they merge?” he asked. 
The grantees worked to build a bridge from the language and con- 
cepts of their library visions to the general public’s ambivalent attitude 
toward libraries’ identity and role. Messages and strategies were tested in 
small group discussions. A vision that emerged was: access for all built 
around a unified and integrated resource hub. This would become the 
“new life form,” with other public information providers as partners, and 
would tackle the community’s information needs and problems. 
The attributes of this new collaborative would be: community-based; 
publicly funded through taxes, fee-for-service and other contributions; a 
seamless web of community information, which all partners would par- 
ticipate in creating and disseminating. The opportunity to create models 
of community learning collaboratives or new forms of public service 
media, in which libraries play a key role, is to actively define the public 
interest in the digital age, participants said. 
Attendees engaged in a discussion about creating a joint multifac- 
eted, multimedia, umbrella communications and outreach campaign, 
based on a model developed by the Benton Foundation for the Coalition 
for America’s Children. This campaign would begin to la); the ground- 
work for new perceptions of the role of libraries and other public service 
media in fostering healthy communities. This campaign could consist of 
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two parts. The first part would develop a communications stratecgy and 
related products, based on the research conducted to date and on addi- 
tional focus group testing. The second part would create communica- 
tions campaign products to support local coalition-building and alliances, 
some of which could be directed to specific audiences developed through 
existing networks. These products would be based on the opinion re- 
search but adaptable to  local use. 
The conference participants also articulated the need for an ongo- 
ing policy assessnient and analysis of‘ the impact of the recently passed 
Telecommunications Act of 1996. The Act creates a new federal frame- 
work in which libraries and their partners must work if they are to effec- 
tively articulate their voice as key points of public access, public learning, 
and communitv scrvice. 
171Sum . . . 
M5th the role and impact of personal computers still fluid in this 
emerging digital world, now is the time for libraries to seize the opportu- 
nity and define their role with an aggressive public education campaign. 
Libraries clearly have an enormous reservoir of goodwill to draw on. The 
public trusts them-and holds them in high esteem at a time of broad 
national anxiety. Perhaps librarians can become that “friend you know” 
-to help adults and children understand, navigate, and benefit from the 
explosion of digital information that Americans are just starting to grapple 
with. 
Because the media drive the public agenda, which in turn drives the 
political agenda, library leaders may want to take steps toward taking re- 
sponsibility for defining their image in the public mind-rather than sit- 
ting back passively and waiting for their role to be defined for them. Just 
as they are navigators of information, so they must chart a role for them- 
selves, giving meaning and message to their future institutions and their 
profession. This is particularly important as commercial undertakings 
make significant inroads in information provision, and as the youngest 
Americans turn to their home computers to find information. 
Library leaders do not shy away from the need to come up with new 
community-based alliances for libraries-strategic partnerships that can 
weave a network of community public service information providers to 
enhance each other’s d u e  and their combined value to the communi- 
ties they serve. One key model for building this new network is a further 
testing of public sentiment toward libraries and other information pro- 
viders, especially as the impact of the 1996 Telecommunications Act be- 
comes clearer. illso on the possible agenda is crafting effective messages 
for a comprehensive, community-bascd public education and communi- 
cations campaign. 
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As the demographic clouds on the horizon portend, libraries could 
begin to weaken in public support. And they could find themselves rel- 
egated to the status of dusty archives-little more than museums, catalog- 
ing the resources of the past. To secure their future with a younger, more 
private, more acquisitive generation, libraries will need to think creatively. 
The future is open to invention, and libraries must give meaning to their 
public role in this critical transition. As this report makes clear, the pub- 
lic loves libraries. But the libraries they love are sometimes at odds with 
the library leaders’ visions of libraries’ future roles. If libraries want to 
secure an identity as a community meeting place, €or example, they had 
best chart a course to create this identity, one that now registers low on 
the public agenda. 
What will determine the course of libraries in the digital future? The 
way that library leaders and visionaries respond to public opinion and 
the public policy context-as well as their own visions. The library world 
thus has its work cut out. 
APPENDIX 
Public Opinion Survq on the Future of Libraries in the Digital Age 
Prepared by Lake Research and the Tarrance Group 
(1) Do you have access to a computer for personal use at home, at work, or at 
school? 

home 42 

work 35 

school 10 

no access 40 

(don’t know) 0 

(2) As you may know, many people now use computers to find information- 
through the Internet and through computer online services. If you wanted to 
learn more about using computers to find information in this way, where 
would you go? 
[Grst mention, read, and rotate] 
take a class 17 
go to a library 10 
buy a book or manual 7 
go to a computer store 6 
read a magazine 2 
use dn online computer service 7 
ask somebody you know 41 
(other) 3 
(don’t know) 6 
[second mention, read, and rotate] 
take a class 17 
go to a library 20 
buy a book or manual 16 
go to a computer store 19 
read a magazine 14 
use an online computer service 10 
ask somebody yoii know 23 
4 
14 
(3)No\\: imagine hat y o u  haye a persoiial colnpnter at lioriic. LVhirh ~vould vou 
plrfel-: 
Spending S20 a vcar to  buy disks 01- infornlation to install o n  youi- computer. 
Spciiding S20 a ~ r a ri n  rases that rnahles yonr piihlic library t o  have an infoi: 
ination s c r ~icc that 1ou could access from your home coinputcr. 

b u y  disks 3 3 

iise library 32 

both [ask: But Tvtiich one 

~VOLlldyo11 prefer‘] 2 
neither [ask: But which one 
\\ oultl y o u  p1.cfer:. I 6-(d0ll’t know) 
(4 )  Diiriiip the pajr ! - e x ,  1 1 0 1 ~many tiiiics have y o u  gone to a hook sto!‘c to 
Iiroivse ot piircliasc liooks? \Vould yoii 5ay-

not at a l l  22 

1 to .5 times 3 5 

6 t o  10 tiiiies 1 

11 t o  20 times 10 

21 t imes or more 15 

(don’t k~io\v) 1 

(5) Hot\-many tinics did yoii, wtirsclf, g o  to a public library in the past vear? 
\2buld 	>ousay-

not at a l l  3 2 

1 t o  .5 times 29 

(i LO 10 tiincs 12  

11 t o  20 times 10 

2 1 times 01- more 16 

(don‘t kno\v) 0 

(6) The library serves as a neighborhood or community activity center, a place 
where organizations or clubs could hold meetings or present concerts or lec-
tures. How important would you say this service is to yonr community? 
very iniportant 36 
moderately important 26 
slightly important 10 
not  important 6 
(don’t know) 2 
(7) I am going to list some places in your neighborhood. \Vhich of these places 
most often serves as a commiinity activity centcr, a place where organizations 
01-clubs could hold meetings or prescn t concerts or lectures? 
[first mention. read, and rotate] 
a srhool 32 
a community recreation reutcr 28 
a pithlic lihrnry I6 
a liookstorc 3 
a service club, such as a 
vetcran’s hall or Elk’s lodge 10 
(none) 5 
6 
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(don’t know) 
[second mention, read, and rotate] 
a school 24 
a community recreation center 22 
a public library 21 
a bookstore 5 
a service club, such as a 
veteran’s hall or Elk’s lodge 15 
(none) 18 
(don’t know) 10 
(8)As more and more information becomes available through computers, some 
people say that public libraries will change. Thinking about the future, as the 
use of computers continues to grow, do you think public libraries will be- 
come morc important than they are now, less important, or that their impor- 
tance will not change much? 
more important 40 
less important 19 
no change 38 
(don’t know) 3 
(9) As you think about the future, as the use of computers continues to grow, 
which of the following do you think will be most important for public librar- 
ies? [rotate] 
to be a place where people 
can read and borrow books 35 
to be a place where people 
can use computers to find 
information and to use 
online computer services 37 
to be a place that provides 
community gathering place 
community information and a 
10 
all [ask: But which of these 
will be most important?] 15 
none [ask: But which of these 
will be most important?] 1 
(don’t know) 2 
Split Sample A 
Many public libraries are facing difficult budget decisions. I am going to read 
you some ways that public libraries spend money, and I would like you to tell me 
how important each one is to you personally-very important, moderately im- 
portant, slightly important, or not important. [rotate] 
Don’t 
Very Moderately Slightly Not know 
(10) Purchasing new books and 
otherprinted materials. 72 19 5 3 1 
(11) Purchasing computers and 
providing access to information 
and online services through 
computers. 42 34 12 9 3 
(12) Providing computers and online 
services to children and adults 
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who don’t have their own 
computers. 60 25 8 6 
librarianshelp people find 
information through computers 
and online services. 
(13) Providing a place where 
58 28 9 5 
(14) Maintaining, repairing, and 
building public library 
buildings. 65 25 5 5 
(15) Providing reading hours and 
other programs for children. 83 12 2 3 
(16) Making it possible for people 
to access library information 
through their home computers. 46 32 10 8 
places such as shopping malls and 
community centers so that people 
can access library information 
(17) Setting up computers in public 
from these places. 19 28 22 29 
(18) Providing meeting rooms and 
auditoriums for the use of 
community groups and for public 
activities. 34 36 17 12  
Split Sample I1 
Many public libraries are facing difficult budget decisions. I am going to read 
you some ways that public libraries spend money, and I would like you to tell me 
how important each one should be for the public library in your commuriity- 
very important, moderately important, slightly important, or not important. [ro- 
tate] 
Don’t 
Very Moderately Slightly Not know 
(19) Purchasing new books and 
other printed materials. 68 23 4 4 1 
(20) Purchasing computers and 
providing access to infor- 
mation and online services 
through computers. 47 34 11 6 2 
(21) Providing computers and 
online services to children 
and adults who don’t have 
their own computers. 60 22 11 6 1 
(22) Providing a place where 
librarians help people find 
information through 
computers and online 
services. 59 31 6 3 1 
BENTON FOUNDATION/BUILDINGS, BOOKS, AND BYTES 221 
( 2 3 )  Maintaining, repairing, and 
building public library 
buildings. 62 26 8 3 1 
(24) Providing reading hours and 
other programs for children. 84 12 3 1 0 
( 2 5 )  Making it possible for 
people to access library 
information through their 
home computers. 47 33 14 5 2 
(26) Setting up computers in 
public places such as shopping 
malls and community centers 
so that people can access 
library information from 
these places. 19 26 26 28 1 
(27) Providing meeting rooms 
and auditoriums for the use 
of community groups and 
for public activities. 33 38 16 12 2 
All Respondents 
(28)Let us suppose that your local library needs additional funds to continue 
operation. Please tell me which of the following you would favor as a possible 
solution. [rotate] 
increasing taxes to cover the necessary cost 43 
the library charging the people who use the library 39 
reducing the services the library offers to the public 9 
all [ask: Well, which one do you favor most?] 3 
none [ask: Well, which one do you favor most?] 4 
(don’t know) 3 
(29) Some libraries are starting to charge fees for certain kinds of services. In 
addition to any taxes you already pay to support your local library, how much 
would you be willing to pay for the use of personal computers and online 
services at the library-$10 a year, $25 dollars a year, $50 dollars a year, or 
isn’t this something you would be willing to pay for? 
$10/year 27 
$25/year 27 
$50/year 6 
nothing 35 
(don’t know) 5 
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COMMENTS BOOKS,AXD BYTESON BUILDINGS, 
Date: Tues, 3 Dec 1996 To: lauraw@benton.org From: 
Tlcohio@aol.com Subject: Benton/Kellogg Library/Digital Future 
To: Laura Weiss, Senior Program Associate 
As a trustee and former Board President with the Columbus Metro- 
politan Library (in Ohio, nation’s sixth largest in circulation), I was very 
interested in glancing through your report on “Buildings, books, and 
bytes”. 
Later in the week, I will read it fully. 
I would very much like to see the more detailed questionnaire that 
was used with all of the full lead-in wording and all of the resulting demo- 
graphics on the sample for your April 1996 survey. 
In Central Ohio in 1989 we started doing focus groups and then a 
county-wide, comprehensive public opinion survey with a sample of 600 
persons each. We have done this type of research in 1989,1991,1993 and 
1996. In recent years we have added more and more questions on tech- 
nology and other related “information superhighway” issues. 
As a board member on the Ohio Library Council, we did the first 
comprehensive statewide public opinion survey of 800 persons through- 
out Ohio. There were a total of 63 questions counting the demographics. 
On the Central Ohio and state-wide research we had many similar ques- 
tions as you have used, plus many others that related to libraries and 
connectivity. 
Your research is a great first step in waking Lip the library community 
to the fast changing world out there! There is a danger that many librar- 
ies run the risk ofjust being “Museums of Old Books” in the future. 
But what are you going to do next to reach national library leaders? 
How can I be involved? Are you interested in a copy of our Central Ohio 
and state-wide 1996 research? 
I look forward to hearing about your next steps from here? 
Terry L. Casey 614/261-6825 FAX: 614/261-6888 249 Overbrook 
Drive, Columbus, Ohio 4327 4 
Date: Mon, 18 Nov 1996 From: Gardner Hanks Subject: Buildings, 
books, and bytes 
I wanted to thank the Foundation for the research report on the 
study of the attitudes of library leaders and the public about the future of 
libraries. I think that the report was extremely well written and the re- 
search seemed to me to be very solid. 
Today I sent a message out to the Idaho library listserv, the state li- 
brary listserv, and the state library continuing education listserv about 
the report and how to get it off your website. I told the recipients that this 
was must reading for people who are interested in the future of libraries. 
You have done a real service to libraries and the library profession. 
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Thank you. 
Gardner Hanks Continuing Education Consultant Idaho State Library 
325 W. State Boise, ID 83702-6072 ghanks@isl.state.id.us (208) 334-2153 
FAX (208) 334-4016 
Date: Thu,  12  Dec 1996 To: lauraw@benton.org From: 
guest@sailor.lib.md.us (guest login) Subject: http://www.benton.org/ 
1am a public librarian in the suburban Washington, DC area, in a 
jurisdiction that just rebuffed efforts by public officials to raise taxes to 
cover declining revenue for public services. In spite of high regard for 
public libraries, library circulation is declining following several years of 
insufficient funding-fewer books, magazines, business services, and iii-
creased reliance on electronic sources. What got to me more than any- 
thing about “Buildings boo I wondered what additional data you had on 
this subject. Is our professional standing due to poor service, or does the 
public perceive that what we do for them is not based on special training 
butjust our “love of books” our general learning, or we are lucky enough 
to have a comfy place to work and spend our time reading. I have never 
been sure what made a good reference librarian- wide general knowl- 
edge, a good memory and ability to organize information, or to specific 
things I learned in library school on cataloging and classification, knowl- 
edge of the principles of indexing and arrange- ment of books and knowl- 
edge. 
Date: Sat, 14 Dec 1996 From: Ginnie Cooper Subject: for what it is 
worth... 
I wanted to let you know that the BENTON FOUNDATION LIBRARY 
STUDY (so is how I hear it referred to ...) has made a real impact. I’ve 
been in conversations about in with PLA leadership in Chicago last week, 
with public library director here in Oregon, and with our library’s execu- 
tive team ... you and those you ~7ork with should take pride in making a 
fine contribution to our understanding of how people view libraries ... 
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